We examine the influence of the self-assessment and self-enhancement motives on the choice of comparison organizations. Study 1 shows that: (1) self-assessment generally prevailed over selfenhancement, guiding decision-makers to choose organizations that were more similar and had better performance; (2) self-enhancement was more pronounced under conditions of low performance, leading participants to more frequently choose organizations that were less similar and had lower performance; and, (3) self-enhancing comparisons inhibited perceptions of failure and the propensity to make changes.
Second, research on externally directed impression management tactics suggests that we can gain a more complete picture of how decision makers make choices of comparison organizations by broadening consideration of the motives guiding their evaluations beyond selfassessment. Decision maker's choice of comparison organizations may also be influenced by self-enhancement (the desire to see themselves in a positive light; e.g. Sedikides & Strube, 1997) , self-improvement (the desire to improve oneself for the future; e.g., Sedikides & Strube, 1997) , and self-verification (the desire to confirm pre-existing self-evaluations; e.g., Swann, 1981) . Keeping in mind that the choice of comparison firms may reflect the combined effect of various motives, here we take a step toward recognizing these complex effects by focusing on the tension generated by the competing influences of the self-assessment and self-enhancement motives. We think this is a useful starting point because the self-assessment motive is seen as the predominant motive in the organizational literature on performance feedback (Greve, 2003) and because the self-enhancement motive may cause important distortions in the performance assessment process, hindering, for example, decision makers' ability to recognize failure (Audia & Brion, 2007) . Both self-enhancement and self-assessment motives are likely to influence the criteria by which comparison organizations are chosen. Whereas decision makers motivated by self-assessment tend to view similarity as the key criterion to choose comparison organizations, decision makers motivated by self-enhancement tend to view favorability as the key criterion to choose comparison organizations. By inducing decision-makers to choose comparison organizations that provide a more favorable comparison (i.e., choose worse performing organizations), self-enhancement may inflate their perception of organizational performance.
In this study we are interested in examining real world dilemmas in which decision makers charged with the task of selecting comparison organizations need to choose between satisfying the self-assessment motive or the self-enhancement motive. Specifically, we address the following questions: When the available options of social categories for performance evaluations pit the desire to be accurate against the desire to self-enhance, how frequently do decision makers make choices of comparison organizations that are based more on favorability than on similarity? Are there conditions that increase the probability that options that satisfy the desire to self-enhance will be chosen at the expense of options that satisfy the desire for selfassessment? Does self-enhancement in the choice of comparison organizations affect low performing decision makers' perceptions of failure and propensity to continue using the current strategy? Does the extent to which decision makers are in self-enhancing or self-assessing mindsets influence such choices?
The few empirical studies that shed light on how decision makers use social categories in response to threats or to justify organizational actions use field data (Porac et al., 1999; Elsbach & Kramer, 1996; Still & Strang, 2009 ). Here we investigate the choice of comparison organizations for the evaluation of organizational performance in an experimental setting. There are three primary reasons that make the choice of an experimental design desirable. First, this design allows us to present decision makers with options that pit favorability against similarity as the key criterion for the choice of comparison organizations, thereby making it possible to detect the influence of these motives in the process of comparison. Second, compared to field data, experimental data allows more direct observation of the actual choices of comparison organizations made to conduct evaluations of performance. Letters to shareholders and other public documents provide a useful source of field data, but it is unclear whether they are representative of how managerial evaluations of performance that prompt behavioral responses are made. For instance, research suggests that decision makers use different sets of comparable organizations for different purposes (Bizjak, Lemmon, & Naveen, 2008) , a finding that is confirmed in the broader literature on social comparisons (e.g., Wheeler & Miyake, 1992) . Third, an experimental design controls for the availability of information about comparison organizations, a condition likely to influence the choice of comparisons (Marsden & Friedkin, 1993) . By holding information availability constant, we can make stronger inferences regarding the impact of the self-assessment and self-enhancement motives on the choice of comparison organizations, the primary focus of our investigation.
Social comparison and the evaluation of organizational performance
A cornerstone of organizational research on performance feedback is that performance information alone is not sufficient to establish whether a given performance level can be classified a success or a failure (Cyert & March, 1963; Greve, 2003) . Performance feedback theory holds that performance needs to be compared to an aspiration level. When the performance meets or exceeds the aspiration level it will be perceived as a success. Failure is inferred from performance levels that fall below an aspiration level. Whether decision makers classify organizational performance as success or failure then affects a broad range of organizational behaviors, including change, risky actions, and search (e.g., Greve, 1998) .
Given that perceptions of success and failure influence organizational behaviors and given that aspirations are critical to classifying performance into these two categories of outcomes, how decision makers form aspirations is a central component of performance feedback theory. According to the theory the two types of aspiration levels most frequently used are historical aspiration levels and social aspiration levels. Historical aspiration levels are formed using information about past performance whereas social aspiration levels are formed using information about comparison organizations. The theory suggests that decision makers may use both types of aspiration levels to evaluate performance, assigning varying weights to each type depending on conditions that affect their informative value (Cyert & March, 1963; Levinthal & March, 1981) . Social aspiration levels are seen as more informative when the organization has undergone important changes or when the environment in which it operates has undergone important changes (Greve, 2003) . Under high levels of organizational and environmental changes, historical aspirations are less useful as the basis for evaluating the future performance. When an organization changes in important ways the resource base reflected in the past performance may be dramatically different. Therefore past performance becomes a weaker indicator of an organization's performance possibilities. Likewise, when the environment changes, the capabilities that drove past performance may no longer be relevant.
Because change is a ubiquitous feature in many organizational settings and in many industries, social aspiration levels are often more informative for organizations, especially for larger and older firms (Short & Palmer, 2003) . The greater informative value that social aspiration levels have compared to historical aspiration levels, however, comes at the cost of greater complexity involved in forming social aspirations. While the information necessary to form historical aspiration levels is easily available because it can be found inside the organization, the information necessary to form social aspiration levels is often difficult to acquire because other organizations keep valuable information regarding their internal operations and market performance confidential. Even when information about other organizations is available, forming social aspiration levels requires tackling the preliminary step of determining the boundaries of the social comparison group, that is, determining which organizations decision makers should select as comparisons to determine organizational performance.
Organizational Social Despite the fact that the way in which the boundaries of social comparison groups are drawn can greatly affect the evaluations of organizational performance, very little research examines how decision makers select comparison organizations to evaluate their performance. Greve (2003) in his in-depth review of the literature on performance aspirations suggests that the primary motive that guides the choice of comparison organizations is self-assessment. The theoretical rationale for self-assessment is generally traced to Festinger's (1954) social comparison theory. According to Festinger, peoples' choices of comparison others are guided by the desire to either accurately assess their abilities, or accurately assess whether their opinions are correct. This self-assessment motive is dominant, he suggests, because "the holding of incorrect opinions and/or inaccurate appraisals of one's abilities can be punishing or even fatal in many situations" (Festinger, 1954, p. 117) . People generally satisfy this self-assessment motive by gathering objective information. However, when such information is not available or is insufficient to evaluate ability levels people compare themselves with similar others. Festinger uses the example of a runner who can count how many seconds it takes her to run a certain distance, but who ultimately requires information about the performance of others to determine whether she is a fast or slow runner.
According to Festinger, people prefer to compare themselves to similar others because similar others are the most diagnostic sources of information. Using the runner's example, a twenty year-old runner would learn more about her running abilities if she compared herself to runners in their twenties than if she compared herself to runners in their fifties. Focusing on similar others allows the evaluator to take into account influences common to all people included in the comparison group. For the runner seeking to evaluate her ability, age is a major factor impacting performance that is likely to confound the assessment of ability.
Organizational Social Empirical evidence indicates that individuals in organizations commonly use similar others as comparisons to evaluate their pay, job, complexity, and workplace status (e.g., Adams, 1965; Oldham, Kulik, Ambrose, Stepina, & Brand, 1986 ; for a review see: Goodman & Haisley, 2007) . Less studied is how decision makers choose comparison organizations to evaluate the performance of their organization. Researchers examining the impact of performance on change, risky investments, and innovative efforts typically assume that managers form social aspiration levels by focusing on the average performance of organizations in the industry under study (Audia et al., 2000; Desai, 2008; Greve, 1998; Haleblian et al., 2006; Westphal & Bednar, 2005 ).
This assumption is consistent with Festinger's social comparison theory because the use of organizations in the same industry is believed to offer the most similar comparison organizations on which to base social aspiration levels.
However, the assumption that organizational actors use industry classifications as the basis for determining social aspiration levels remains largely untested. The best available evidence documenting whether decision makers base the choice of comparison organizations on familiar industry categories comes from research on externally directed accounts of organizational behaviors, especially those advanced to justify top executives' compensation.
These accounts do not focus on the evaluation of firm performance, but rather on where the pay of a firm's top executive stands in relation to the pay of top executives in other organizations. Porac, et al., (1999) investigated proxy statements which, in compliance with SEC reporting regulations, must outline the criteria used by the board of directors to set CEO compensation including explicit performance comparisons to organizations selected on the basis of "line-ofbusiness" similarities. Although organizations had latitude in the choices they made and there was considerable variation in the care taken to report on these issues, these researchers found that (Allport, 1937; Fiske, 2004) , especially in Western cultures (Heine, et al., 1999) . Taylor and Brown's (1988) theory of positive illusions supports the self-enhancing nature of self-perception, arguing that people have a disproportionate interest in and recall of positive self-relevant information, are more likely to take credit for good outcomes than failures (Miller & Ross, 1975) , tend to see themselves more positively than others see them (Kruger & Dunning, 1999) , and tend to perceive themselves as better than peers on a number of qualities (Alicke, 1985) .
The most sustained line of research pointing to self-enhancing comparisons focuses on the contrast between downward and upward comparisons (Bandura & Jourdan, 1991; Gibbons et al., 2002; Taylor & Lobel, 1989; Wills, 1981) . In the dominant "rank-order paradigm" (Wheeler, 1966 ) used in most social comparison studies equally similar people are ranked along a given dimension and then the choices of comparison others on the basis of rank are examined (for a review see: Suls & Wheeler, 2000) . This literature shows that people often use selfenhancing strategies in social comparison by picking comparisons people who are worse off rather than people who are better off, and that these downward social comparisons enhance subjective well-being (Wills, 1981) and are used especially when self-enhancement is salient (Collins, 1996) . However, studies in which participants are given the option of choosing among comparison others that vary both in terms of favorability (i.e. downward and upward targets) and similarity are rare. Recent work examines the impact of social comparison information that varies in terms of favorability and similarity on self-evaluations (Stapel & Johnson, 2007; Stapel & Schwinghammer, 2004) . But in these studies participants do not choose comparison others.
They are randomly assigned different kinds of social comparison information.
Some evidence regarding choices in which decision makers trade similarity for favorability comes from organizational research on externally directed accounts of executive pay. As we noted above, Porac et al. (1999) found that most organizations justified executive compensation by choosing comparisons organizations in the same industry, but they also found that a considerable number of organizations included in an organization's set of peers -thirtyone percent -were from other industries. Moreover, these less similar peers were not randomly selected; rather they appeared to have performance that was lower than the performance of the focal firm -a feature that offered a more favorable comparison for the focal firm. A similar Organizational Social Comparison -Page 13 pattern of trading similarity for favorability was reported by Bizjak et al. (2008) who found that the less similar organizations chosen as comparisons had higher executive compensation than the most similar organizations chosen as comparisons, a feature that in addition to allowing justifying the focal firm's executive compensation also laid the foundation for subsequent compensation increases.
If decision makers are affected not only by the self-assessment motive, as the theory of performance feedback generally assumes, but also by the self-enhancement motive, then an important question is "when is the influence of the self-enhancement motive more pronounced"?
Psychological research suggests and finds that the self-enhancement motive is more common when people's positive self-views are put in jeopardy, and performance failure is a particular instance of self-threat that has been found to increase individuals' propensity to make efforts to elevate their self-image (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1993; Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 1985; Wills, 1981; Wood et al., 1985) . This suggests that a pattern of opting for favorability at the expense of similarity in the choice of comparison firms may be more pronounced under conditions of threat to the image of the organization and its decision makers. This literature then implies that declining levels of organizational performance -current performance that falls below past levels of performance -may constitute a threat to which decision makers respond by increasing their propensity to choose less similar but more favorable comparisons as opposed to more similar but less favorable comparisons. Porac et al. (1999) found some evidence consistent with this prediction. In their study, a firm's low stock returns increased the probability of including peers from outside the industry though they did not find the same effect for accounting returns.
We can now formulate four predictions regarding the tension between the self-assessment and self-enhancement motives in the choice of comparison organizations used to evaluate Organizational Social Comparison -Page 14 organizational performance. Drawing from the performance feedback literature and the psychological research on social comparisons, we begin by predicting that when the available options of social categories for performance evaluations pit the self-assessment motive against the self-enhancement motive, the self-assessment motive will generally prevail, leading decision makers to choose comparison organizations on the basis of similarity rather than on the basis of favorability.
Hypothesis 1: Confronted with the choice of more similar and better performing organizations and less similar and worse performing organizations, decision makers generally choose to evaluate their organizational performance in relation to the performance of the more similar and better performing organizations.
Although the self-assessment motive may generally prevail over the self-enhancement motive in guiding the choice of comparison organizations, the self-enhancement literature suggests that, given that low performance is generally threatening, the self-enhancement motive is stronger when performance is low than when performance is high. In other words, decision makers respond to low performance and the resulting threat to their self-image by elevating their tendency to choose comparison organizations on the basis of favorability rather than similarity. evaluations of performance than decision makers who relax the criterion of similarity to select more favorable comparisons. The theory also holds that perceptions of failure spur change (Cyert & March, 1963; Greve, 2003) . Therefore another likely consequence of variations in the choice of comparison organizations when performance is low is that decision makers who choose comparison organizations that are more similar and better performing may recognize the need to change the current strategy to a greater extent than those who relax the criterion of similarity to select more favorable comparisons.
Hypothesis 3: Low performing decision makers who evaluate their organizational performance focusing on the more similar and better performing organizations compared to low performing decision makers focusing on less similar and more favorable comparison options are more likely (1) to evaluate organizational performance as poor and (2) to recognize the need to change the current strategy.
Through Hypotheses 1 and 2 we seek to infer self-enhancement and self-assessment from whether individuals choose comparison organizations on the basis of similarity or favorability and from whether people's choices of comparison organizations are affected by low performance. However, the hypothesized relationships may also stem from the influence of other motives. One could argue, for example, that, because most people have positive self-views (Diener & Diener, 1995) , the desire to verify a positive self-image may account for a tendency to choose comparable organizations that are dissimilar and worse performing (Kwan, John, Robins, self-assessment and self-enhancement influence the choice of comparison organizations, we manipulate participants' mindsets regarding the importance of these motives. Past research using priming techniques has shown that when a goal or construct is activated, associated perceptual and behavioral tendencies are also activated (e.g., Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Kuhnen & Oyserman, 2002) , and this has been shown to be true for manipulations of self-enhancement and self-assessment (Wilson & Ross, 2000) . Participants in a self-enhancement mindset condition can be primed to think that there are benefits in maintaining a positive self-image and that selecting information that describes them in the most positive light is an important way to achieve this goal. Analogously, participants in a self-assessment mindset condition can be primed to think that there are benefits in evaluating themselves as accurately as possible and that selecting information that is most relevant for making a precise assessment of themselves is an important way to achieve this goal. Following research that has shown that these motives can be primed experimentally, we expect that compared to participants given a self-assessment prime participants given a self-enhancement prime are more likely to select comparison organizations on the basis of favorability than on the basis of similarity.
Hypothesis 4: Confronted with the choice of more similar and better performing organizations and less similar and worse performing organizations, decision makers primed for a self-enhancement mindset are more likely to evaluate their organizational performance focusing on the less similar and worse performing organizations than decision makers primed for a self-assessment mindset.
We test these hypotheses in two studies. The first study tests hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, examining the extent to which self-assessment and self-enhancing motives impact the choice of
comparison firms in a decision-making scenario and the consequences of these choices on the evaluation of performance and the perceived need to make changes. The second study tests hypothesis 4, examining the extent to which manipulated self-enhancement and self-assessment mindsets impact the choice of comparison firms.
Study 1 METHOD Participants
Participants were eighty-nine undergraduate students attending a West Coast university who participated in the study in partial fulfillment of course credit.
Procedure
All materials were presented using a web-based script on Windows-based computers.
Participants were seated at semi-private workstations. Acting as the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of a firm, participants were told that they would be asked to make a number of strategy decisions based on the information provided to them and that it is therefore essential that they formed a complete assessment of the firm's performance.
Participants were given background information on a fictional firm, Allied Waste
Industries, which included a summary of the firm's founding and other miscellaneous background information intended to add realism to the case. Upon reading the background information, participants were provided with information about the firm's growth strategy. The firm was described as having implemented a rapid growth strategy that led to the acquisition of a number of organizations, more than tripling its customer base. Participants were then informed
Organizational Social that this strategy had either led to positive or negative outcomes for the firm, depending on condition.
In the 'high performance' condition, participants were informed that: (1) Following the manipulation of performance, participants were informed that while historical performance information provides important details on a firm's performance, "to accurately assess the performance of the organization, it is also important to consider the performance of Allied Waste in relation to the performance of organizations that operate in the same environment. Historical performance is often affected by external circumstances that are not specific to a particular firm. Having a grasp on the performance of one's competitors is essential to making informed strategic decisions."
Participants were given the opportunity to review basic information about four groups of organizations that were competitors of Allied Waste. They were told that they would first review information on all four groups, and then would be asked to select one of these groups to use as a comparison to Allied Waste. The four groups of organizations varied along two dimensions: similarity and favorability. Drawing on the approach used by Porac et al. (1999) The performance of companies in SIC 495 was described as 20% higher. The performance of companies in SIC 49 was described as 20% lower. Finally, the performance of companies in SIC 4 was described as 40% lower than Allied Waste -the most favorable comparison. After viewing information on each of the four groups, participants were asked a number of questions related to Allied Waste's performance and strategy. These included: ranking the four groups in order of appropriateness as a target of comparison with Allied Waste (1= Most appropriate, 4=
Least appropriate); assessing the performance of Allied Waste on a 7-point scale (1=Very Poor, 7=Very Good); and, evaluating whether they would be likely to continue on the same strategy (1=Unlikely, 7=Likely). Table 1 reports the frequencies of the rank given to the two groups of organizations that were most similar to Allied Waste and had higher performance than Allied Waste. A rank of 3 means that participants ranked the two groups that were most similar and had higher performance than Allied Waste as the most appropriate target for comparison, whereas a rank of 7 indicates that participants ranked the groups that were least similar to Allied Waste and had lower performance than Allied Waste as the most appropriate target for comparison. The mean of the rank variable was 3.87 (SD = 1.22) and it was significantly different from an hypothesized mean of 5 that would be obtained if the available ranking options received equal frequencies, t = Organizational Social Comparison -Page 21 -8.73, p < .01. Giving the highest rank to the two most similar but least favorable groups was the most frequent choice of comparison with a fifty-five percent frequency. Giving the highest rank to the two most dissimilar but most favorable groups had a considerably smaller frequency with a 6.74 percent frequency. Thus, the choices of comparison organizations made by participants in our sample were generally guided by the self-assessment motive, as predicted in Hypothesis 1.
RESULTS

---------------------------------------------
Insert Table 1 about here
To test Hypothesis 2 we turned our attention to the impact of performance on the choice of comparison organizations. First, to confirm whether participants correctly encoded the performance manipulation we examined how they evaluated the overall performance of Allied Waste. As expected, participants in the low performance condition rated the overall performance lower than participants in the high performance condition, P low = 3.69 vs. P high = 5, t = -6.45, p < .01. Next we conducted a one-way (performance condition: low performance versus high performance) analysis of variance including as covariates the order in which the four available options of comparison organizations were shown to participants and whether participants were native English speakers (fifty-three were native English speakers and thirty-six were non-native English speakers). Participants in the low performance condition gave lower rankings to the most similar and least favorable groups of comparison organizations than participants in the high performance condition, P low = 4.10 vs. P high = 3.69, F (1,88) = 4.80, p < .01, lending support to Hypothesis 2. The two covariates were not significant.
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In addition to the total rank given to the two most similar groups reported above, another way to discern the impact of low performance on the choice of comparison is to focus on the cases in which participants evaluated as most appropriate for comparison the two least similar but most favorable groups of organizations. These are the cases in which the most similar but least favorable group of organizations received a total rank of 7, as reported in Table 1 . Only 2.5 % of the participants in the high performance condition gave the highest rank of appropriateness to the least similar but most favorable groups of organizations. But when performance was low this frequency was four times larger as 10.20 % of participants selected as most appropriate target for comparison the least similar most favorable groups. So the impact of low performance is quite considerable given that participants internalized performance simply by assuming the role of the Chief Executive Officer of a fictional company. We would expect stronger effects of low performance in real organizations where the threat to the self-image brought by low performance is likely to be more salient and more consequential.
To test Hypothesis 3 we examined the impact of the choice of comparison groups on participants' ratings of overall performance and their propensity to continue the current strategy.
The evaluations made by low performing decision makers who gave the highest rank to the two most similar but better performing groups of comparison organizations (total rank = 3; N = 25)
were compared to the low performing decision makers who gave lower ranks to the most similar and better performing groups of comparison organizations (rank > 3; N = 24). Decision makers who assigned the highest rank to the most similar comparison organizations evaluated overall performance significantly lower, P rank=3 = 3.4 vs. P rank>3 = 4.0, t (1,47) = 2.46, p < .01, and were significantly less likely to continue with the same strategy, C rank=3 = 2.72 vs. R rank>3 = 3.38, t
(1,47) = 1.84, p < .05, than decision makers who gave lower ranks to the most similar Organizational Social Comparison -Page 23 comparison organizations. We report one-tailed significance levels because these were directional predictions.
Together the findings from Study I support our first three predictions: Participants' rankings of comparison generally followed a self-assessment motive (Hypothesis 1), but their rankings were impacted by the performance of their organization, such that participants who represented low performing organizations were more likely to view as appropriate target for comparison less similar but lower performing organizations, thereby following a selfenhancement motive (Hypothesis 2). Furthermore, self-enhancing choices of comparison organizations under conditions of low performance impacted the decision making process by inhibiting perceptions of failure and the propensity to change the current strategy (Hypothesis 3).
Study 2
METHOD Participants
Participants were seventy-six undergraduate students attending a West Coast university who participated in the study in partial fulfillment of course credit.
Procedure
The procedure was virtually identical to that of Study 1, with the addition of a manipulation of self-enhancing or self-assessing mindsets that preceded the Allied Waste Case.
This resulted in a 2 (Performance: Low v High) x 2 (Mindset: Self-enhancement v Selfassessment) between subjects design.
In the experimental session, participants were informed that they would be completing two unrelated exercises: a brief questionnaire about their beliefs, which contained the Organizational Social Comparison -Page 24 manipulation of mindset, and a decision-making exercise. The prime, adapted from Wilson and
Ross (2000), manipulated whether participants were in a self-enhancing or self-assessing mindset. In the self-enhancing condition, participants were told, "Depending on our goals and situations, we may describe ourselves in different ways.
Sometimes we want to describe ourselves in a way that makes us feel particularly good about ourselves. We select the information that makes us feel best and describe ourselves in the most positive light. The ability to sometimes describe ourselves in this positive way may be important for maintaining a positive self-image and good mental health.
Please describe yourself in a way that makes you feel particularly good about yourself on the following attributes. Please only report truthful information, but you may selectively present whatever kinds of information that best accomplishes this goal."
In the self-assessing condition, participants were told, "Depending on our goals and situations, we may describe ourselves in different ways.
Sometimes we want to evaluate ourselves as accurately as possible. We select the information that we feel is most useful and relevant for making a precise assessment of ourselves. The ability to sometimes describe ourselves in this evaluative way may be important for correctly understanding our abilities and guiding our approach to many tasks. Please describe yourself in a way that provides the most accurate assessment of yourself on the following attributes. Please only report truthful information, but you may selectively present whatever kinds of information that best accomplishes this goal."
In both conditions, participants described themselves on the following four attributes:
social skills, self-confidence, analytical abilities, and business acumen.
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To account for possible mood effects from the manipulation (cf., Wheeler and Miyake 1992), following the prime, participants completed the positive and negative affect scale (PANAS) (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) . Participants were instructed to indicate their feelings "at the present moment". The remainder of the experiment follows the procedures of Study 1. Table 2 reports the frequencies of the ranks given to the four available options of comparison organizations. As in study 1, with sixty percent, the most frequent choice of comparison organizations was giving the highest ranks to the two groups that were most similar to Allied Waste and had better performance than Allied Waste. In contrast, with nearly seven percent, the choice of giving the highest ranks to the two groups that were least similar to Allied
RESULTS
Waste and had lower performance than Allied Waste was relatively rare. The mean of the total rank variable was 3.78 (SD = 1.21).
- Table 2 about here
A 2 (performance condition: low vs. high) X 2 (mindset: self-assessment vs. selfenhancement) analysis of variance revealed a significant main effect for motive condition, F (1, 75) = 4.41, p < .05, and a marginal effect for performance condition, F (1,75) = 3.03, p = .08, whereas the interaction between performance condition and motive condition was not significant.
We also included as covariates the order in which the four groups were displayed to participants and participants' number of years in which they lived in the U.S. as a proxy for their fluency in the English language (mean = 16.72, std. dev. = 6.59) but neither covariates were significant. As in study 1, although self-assessment prevailed over self-enhancement in guiding the choice of comparison organizations, participants gave lower rankings to the two groups that were most similar to Allied Waste and had higher performance than Allied Waste when performance was low than when it was high, R low = 4.16 vs. R high = 3.45, F (1,75) = 3.03, p = .08. Recall that larger values of the rank variable mean lower ranks given to the groups most similar to Allied Waste.
Furthermore, participants who received the self-enhancement prime gave higher rankings to the two groups of comparison organizations that were least similar to Allied and had lower performance than Allied Waste compared to participants given the self-assessment condition, R se = 3.92 vs. R sa = 3.64, F (1, 75) = 4.41, p < .05, lending support to Hypothesis 3. The frequencies reported in Table 2 reveal additional evidence regarding the impact of the motive condition.
When performance was low, thirty-seven percent of participants in the self-enhancement prime condition gave the highest ranks to the groups that were most similar to Allied Waste and had higher performance than Allied Waste versus fifty percent of participants in the self-assessment prime condition. A similar frequency gap emerged when performance was high. Nearly seventy percent of participants in the self-enhancement condition gave the highest ranks to the most similar / least favorable comparison groups versus eight-two percent of participants in the selfassessment condition. Participants who chose as comparison group organizations that were least similar to Allied Waste and had lower performance than Allied Waste appeared to be aware that the performance of organizations in the comparison group they chose was lower than Allied
Waste. The correlation between the rank variable and participants' assessment of the performance of the comparison group in relation to Allied Waste (1=much worse 7= much better), was negative and significant, r = -.48, p < .01.
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Comparing the frequencies in study 2 to the frequencies reported in study 1, it appears that participants in the self-assessment condition did not act much differently than participants who received no motive manipulation in study 1. This may be because a self-assessment mindset is, as assumed in the theory of performance feedback, the default condition with which participants approach the evaluation of comparison organizations. Self-assessing mind set manipulations may therefore be redundant in such settings. The self-enhancement prime, however, altered participants' choice of comparison organizations in significant ways. These effects of the motive manipulations do not appear to stem from variations in participants' mood inadvertently induced in the lab. Neither positive affect (PA sa = 2.74; PA se = 2.90; t = -.96, ns)
nor negative affect (NA sa = 1.48; NA se = 1.56; t = -.53, ns) displayed significant differences across motive conditions.
By employing a mindset priming task in which participants were put in either a selfassessment or self-enhancement mindset, Study 2 provides additional evidence that the selfenhancement motive competes with the self-assessment motive in guiding the choice of comparison organizations. These results suggests that both low performance as well as situational cues that influence decision makers' motives may lead to self-enhancing mindsets that bias decision-makers' choices of comparison firms.
DISCUSSION
Subjective evaluations of whether an organization is performing well or poorly often require making comparisons among organizations. Although these subjective evaluations are a critical component of organizational research on performance feedback, studies that examine which firms are chosen for these comparisons are surprisingly rare. In this paper we addressed this gap by examining how these choices are made. Specifically, we examined in two experimental studies the extent to which these choices were guided by self-assessment and selfenhancement -two motives that have been identified as having important influences in the social comparison process. We found that the self-assessment motive generally prevailed over the selfenhancement motive, guiding decision-makers to choose firms that were most similar to their organization, even when those firms were performing better. However, low performance strengthened the impact of self-enhancement in the choice of comparison firms as it increased the tendency to select comparison firms that were less similar but worse performing.
Importantly, this greater propensity to self-enhance under conditions of low performance impacted decision makers' response to low performance, dampening perceptions of failure and the propensity to change the current strategy. We also found additional evidence linking the selfenhancement motive to the choice of comparison firms as participants were more likely to choose comparison firms that were less similar and more favorable when they were primed to think that there are benefits in maintaining a positive self-image than when they were primed think that there are benefits in evaluating themselves as accurately as possible.
These results suggest that an understanding of how comparison firms are chosen benefits from simultaneously considering the self-assessment and the self-enhancement motives. The results support the assumption guiding much empirical research on performance feedback that self-assessment is the primary motive guiding people's evaluations. At the same time, however, the results highlight the need to consider contingencies that can alter this motivational orientation and activate the self-enhancement motive. Low performance is an important contingency because it activates self-enhancement and because a key prediction of performance feedback theory is that it increases the propensity to make changes (e.g., Greve, 2003) . When performance is low organizational members' greater reliance on favorability than on similarity when selecting comparison organizations may induce them to form rosier evaluations of low performance than it is often assumed. Consequently, as our findings suggest, decision makers engaging in these subjective and self-enhancing choices of comparison organizations may not respond to declining performance by initiating change or, at least, they may not exhibit the sense of urgency that outside observers would expect. This does not contradict the theory of performance feedback because the theory recognizes that subjective evaluations of performance motivate behavioral change, but it casts in a different light the results of studies that infer subjective evaluations of performance from objective indicators. Decision-makers' reluctance to initiate change when low performance signals that change is necessary may reflect a failure to perceive low performance, as decision-makers choose self-enhancing comparisons to other organizations.
Much work remains to be done to incorporate in the theory the recognition that boundedly rational decision makers are motivated not only by self-assessment or accuracy motives, as is often assumed, but also by other motives. We think that the self-enhancement literature provides additional opportunities to advance the understanding of the way in which decision-makers evaluate performance. For example, whereas performance feedback research tends to assume that individuals evaluate performance primarily by making comparisons with real outcomes, whether in the form of historical aspiration levels or in the form of social aspiration levels (for a notable exception see: March, Sproull, & Tamuz We noted in the introduction that the literature on externally directed impression management tactics suggests that decision makers are more opportunistic and adaptive in the choice of comparison organizations than it is often assumed in the theory of performance feedback. Our results show that opportunism in the choice of comparison firms is not confined to externally directed accounts. Participants in our studies were not asked to report their Organizational Social Comparison -Page 31 evaluations of comparison organizations to an audience, but they still showed a greater propensity to choose comparison firms that were less similar and more favorable when their selfimage was threatened by low performance and when their desire to self-enhance was elevated by the prime manipulation. Internally oriented motivations appear to have been sufficient to generate the tension between the desire to be accurate and the desire to appear in a positive light.
The usual cautionary note regarding limits to the generalizability of our findings to real organization applies here. For example, there are obvious demographic differences between our participants and decision makers in real organizations that may influence the relationships we studied. We should not discount, however, that there are also features of real organizations that may strengthen our results. Self-enhancing tendencies hinge on the perception that evaluations of the consequences of people's actions impact their self-images. Participants in our studies internalized the performance of a fictional organization by taking the role of Chief Executive
Officer in a decision making exercise. This link between evaluations and self-image is likely to be considerably stronger for organizational decision makers and consequently the self-enhancing tendencies that emerged in the lab should be considerably stronger in real organizations. In addition to operating in settings where performance evaluation is often clearly linked to their self-image, organizational decision makers are also exposed to accountability pressures that are known to promote self-enhancement. In fact, a voluminous literature indicates that the selfenhancement motive is activated when individuals have to explain, defend, or justify actions to audiences whose evaluations can strongly affect their future (Tetlock, 1985; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999) , and these accountability pressures are common inside organizations where superiors or investors are often perceived as threatening audiences.
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Recognizing that self-enhancing tendencies may be stronger in real organizations than in the lab should provide additional impetus for extending the study of the choice of social comparisons and its antecedents to field settings. Drawing on the literature on self-enhancement a possible extension would be to study whether organizational features likely to promote selfenhancement influence the social comparison process. Another interesting direction would be to examine the impact of other sources of threat to managers' self-image. Managers of public companies, for example, are likely to be highly sensitive to how they are portrayed in the press and press coverage is often independent from performance evaluation (Hayward, Rindova, & Pollock, 2004; Desai, 2008) . Recognizing that decision makers are subject to the competing influences of self-assessment, self-enhancement, and other motives opens up new and exciting avenues for organizational research on the choice of comparison organizations and the theory of performance feedback more broadly. 
